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Remarks in a Roundtable Discussion on Education Technology in
Union City, New Jersey
February 15, 1996

The President. Thank you very much, Carol.
Good morning, Secretary Riley. You look great
long distance there—[laughter]—glad you’re in
the Cabinet. Good morning, Bob Fazio, and
thank you again for what you said and for the
remarkable work you have done here. I want
to say hello to Senator Lautenberg and Con-
gressman Menendez, who had so much to do
with starting this technology effort in this school
system; and to Jim Cullen at Bell Atlantic, and
the others who are here from the private sector;
and the teachers, the parents, and especially the
students who are here; and the students from
the 65 schools in Hudson, Bergen, and Morris
Counties who are with us today, thanks to tech-
nology. I want to say hello to all of you.

I have been looking forward to this for some
time. And the Vice President and I have had
some very exciting conversations about what we
would see here and what all of you have done
here. And I want to just begin by thanking all
of you for making this kind of partnership work
and by proving what I said in the State of the
Union, that we have an obligation if we want
all Americans to have the opportunities that this
new information and technology age offers, we
have an obligation to make sure that all of our
children have access to world-class education
through the finest technology. And you are
doing that. And I’m very, very proud of you,
and I’m very excited to listen to all of you and
what you have to say today.

But I would like to talk a little bit about
what we are trying to do. What we trying to
do from the White House is to work in partner-
ship with everybody in America who is con-
cerned about this to see that by the year 2000
every classroom and every library in the entire
United States is hooked up to the information
superhighway, that all our children have access
to computers and the finest educational software
and all of our teachers have the kind of training
and support that obviously you have provided
here, and that there is the kind of connection
that we see here.

I am very excited about the prospects that
young people like those here at this table in
this room will be able to learn things that I

could never have even dreamed of as a child.
And while I want districts like yours to be able
to stand out and be proud, I think all of you
want every child to have the opportunities that
your children have.

And that’s why I wanted to come here to
announce what our next steps are. As I said
in the State of the Union, when I outlined the
importance of meeting the challenge of pro-
viding all of our children an education for the
21st century, one of the primary goals I set
was making sure every classroom was hooked
up to the information superhighway by the year
2000. Today I am proposing and will include
in my budget to the Congress a $2 billion tech-
nology literacy challenge that will put the future
at the fingertips of every child in every class-
room in the United States. Let me explain just
briefly how it will work.

We’ll basically do what you have done here
in Union City on a national level. We will use
the resources of State and local governments
and school districts, of the private sector, the
schools, the students, the parents, and the teach-
ers. The proposal is part of the balanced budget
plan, as I said, I sent to Congress, and we
will use these funds basically as challenge grants
to try to make sure that no school district, no
matter how poor, no matter how urban or rural,
will be denied the opportunity to do what your
children have been able to do because of your
vision and work.

I ask for all the people in this country who
will support this effort to get active, to get in-
volved. Companies like Bell Atlantic can do a
great deal, but they can also use a lot more
help. And obviously, none of this will happen
unless the school and the parents support the
endeavor.

So we’re going to try to do our part. We
want to support you. And we look forward to
the day when we can have a conversation like
this and every school child in America can be
a part of it.

Now I’d like to turn this over to our high-
tech Vice President who has educated me—be-
tween the Vice President and my daughter, I’m
about to figure out this modern age. [Laughter]
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And I want to thank them both and introduce
the Vice President and thank him for all the
work he has done in this important area.

[The Vice President compared President John F.
Kennedy’s initiative in America’s early space
program with President Clinton’s initiative to
link schools to the information superhighway.]

The President. Thank you.
Let me just say one other word and then

we’ll go back to the planned rotation. Bob Fazio
said something that sparked a warm response
in me and reminded me that technology is only
as good as the people who are using it, and
in the service of education, it’s only as good
as the educators who are committed to edu-
cating our children.

And he introduced himself as the instructional
leader of this school. Having worked now for
almost 20 years in the field of education reform
and having had the opportunity as a Governor
to travel all across America, to go into many
of our country’s finest schools, it wasn’t so many
years ago that there were almost no principals
in America who would have introduced them-
selves as the instructional leaders of their
schools. They thought of themselves as man-
agers, people who kept order and made sure
the books balanced and did all kinds of things
that were unrelated almost to what was going
on in the classroom. And the reason this tech-
nology initiative is working here is because, from
the principal to the teachers, people understand
what the mission is.

And I wanted to thank you. That was a state-
ment that people that haven’t spent a lot of
time in classrooms might not have even paid
any attention to, but to me it meant more than
anything else you said. And I thank you for
that because it’s important for all us who are
trying to put this equipment at the fingertips
of our educators to remember that what hap-
pens then is the magic between the teachers,
the children, and the parents. And I thank you
for what you said.

Mr. Fazio. Thank you, Mr. President.
The President. Mr. Vice President, who is

going to go next?

[Mr. Fazio introduced a teacher who described
how her school used technology and commented
that she was nervous.]

The President. You’re doing great.

[The teacher said that the President’s initiative
was important to Union City students because
many could not afford home computers.]

The President. Thank you.

[The Vice President introduced a participant
who commented that learning computer skills
in grammar school would give students an ad-
vantage in high school and college.]

The President. Let me ask you something.
Why do you think that students here are doing
better now, like on test scores and things like
that, than they would have done if there had
been no technology here? What do you think
the most important thing is about technology?

[The participant said that computers gave stu-
dents immediate access to current information
and more time to study, without regard to eco-
nomic class.]

The President. That’s right. Do you think that
having access to the computer makes all children
believe that they’re equal, that they can have
equal aspirations because it’s an equalizer across
income, isn’t it?

Participant. Yes, it is.
The President. Is it also more fun?
Participant. Yes.
The President. Do you think that has some-

thing to do with why people learn more, because
it’s more fun? [Laughter]

Participant. Yes, I do.
The President. That’s not bad, that’s okay. You

can say that. [Laughter] It doesn’t have to be
hard; it can be fun.

[The Vice President introduced a participant
from Bergen Academy who described how part-
nerships were created between businesses,
schools, and professionals to bring technology
into the schools and community. He said that
technology made teaching more exciting and he
woke up every morning not knowing what was
going to happen.]

The President. It is like our job. [Laughter]

[The participant said that rather than being a
teacher, he now was a facilitator, a teammate
in solving problems. He then introduced two
students who described their computer projects,
including an effort to put a biovisualization and
3–D gallery on the Internet.]
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The President. Tell us what biovisualization
is. For all of us mere mortals, we’d like to
know what that means. [Laughter]

[A participant described the project of electroni-
cally reproducing specimens from the Smithso-
nian Institution. Other students then described
and demonstrated their projects.]

The President. That’s great.

[Parent Luciano Calles explained that the pro-
gram motivated children and exposed families
to the education process.]

The President. Thank you very much.

[The Vice President introduced parent Louis
Clements, who described parental cooperation
with faculty and school administrators to expand
the program.]

The President. Thank you very much, Lou,
and thank you, Mr. Calles. I want to just com-
ment very briefly. I think if every school in
America had 75 to 80 percent parental participa-
tion, we wouldn’t have half the problems we’ve
got, and we’d have a lot more computers in
the schools a lot faster. I thank you for that.

And I wanted to say to you, Mr. Calles, one
of the things that you said that meant a great
deal to me personally was that you thought it
had helped at home, too—the atmosphere of
education at home. I mean, I gather you feel
that you have a higher level of security about
your child’s education, and you feel more in-
volved in it because of this technology project.

[Mr. Calles said that his children taught their
parents to use the home computer and that
school administrators communicated with par-
ents at home using E-mail.]

The President. Do you have a lot of parents
who communicate through E-mail now?

[Mr. Fazio affirmed that it provided an oppor-
tunity to reach parents who could not come to
the school.]

The President. I’d like to call on Jim Cullen,
the vice chairman of Bell Atlantic. Bell Atlantic
has been an indispensable part in this project
here at Christopher Columbus in Union City.
I want to thank you, but I’d like for you to
talk about your role, why you did it, and what
you think the future holds.

[Mr. Cullen described the process of electroni-
cally linking schools with outside resources. He

noted that the Telecommunications Act of 1996
encouraged the establishment of electronic links
to educational institutions and libraries. The
Vice President said that the President was re-
sponsible for that part of the legislation.]

The President. Explain to everybody what is
in it, though, so that——

[The Vice President summarized the legislation,
emphasizing the challenge grants to create pub-
lic-private partnerships. Mr. Cullen then said
he expected that corporations would be eager
to participate.]

The President. Jim, I want to hear from Con-
gressman Menendez and Senator Lautenberg
and the mayor and Secretary Riley about their
perspectives on this and their involvement with
it, because they all have been involved. But just
before I do, I’d like to ask you to just touch
once more on something that has come up sev-
eral times today that comes up in other places
where I’ve been—I was in Concord, New
Hampshire, several days ago, 2 days after they
connected all the schools in their community—
and that is the challenge of making sure that
children have access and their parents have ac-
cess to computers and to being hooked in when
they’re at home. How important do you think
that is? Could you say again, very briefly, what
steps you took to do that, just to emphasize
that for the people that are listening here, be-
cause this is one thing that’s going to require
an extra amount of effort in several places in
the United States to get this done. And so if
you could just—and maybe, Bob, you might
want to comment a little bit—but if you could
just talk briefly about it, and then we’ll go to
our public officials.

[Mr. Cullen summarized the vision of the infor-
mation superhighway, concluding that it had the
potential to be available around the clock in
schools, small businesses, and homes.]

The President. But it’s important to hammer
that home. I mean, the ultimate vision of this
is that the reach of the information super-
highway will equal the reach of telephones and
television here. It will be in every house.

[A participant reported that Mayor Bruce Wal-
ter’s vision was to open the public library to
on-line users as a way of providing a safe haven
for children.]
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The President. Congressman and Senator and
mayor?

[Representative Robert Menendez said New Jer-
sey was willing to work with the President to
move the rest of the Nation onto the information
superhighway.]

The President. Great.
Senator?

[Senator Frank Lautenberg emphasized that
technological advances had sharpened students’
learning abilities and concluded by thanking the
President and the Vice President.]

The President. Mayor, I’d like to let you speak
last, so let me interject here and call on Sec-
retary Riley out there in cyberspace to ask if
he has any comments.

[Secretary of Education Richard Riley discussed
the role of Government as a leader and sup-
porter of technology initiatives.]

The President. Thank you very much. And
thank you for your leadership to make sure
that’s exactly what we did.

Mr. Mayor?

[Mayor Bruce Walter discussed the role of local
government and concluded by thanking the
President and the Vice President.]

The President. Thank you.
Mr. Vice President?

[The Vice President reviewed the concept of uni-
versal service as it would apply to computer
communications and thanked the participants for
demonstrating the future. A participant then in-
vited the President and the Vice President to
continue the discussion at another location.]

The President. We will do that. But before
we get up from this table I want to leave you
with one final thought to muse about, and I
hope not only all of you but all the people
who will read or see about this—as President,
I have said repeatedly, I believe—when it comes
to the American people I have two great objec-
tives, and that is to do everything that we can
do to make the American dream available to
every person who is willing to work for it, and
secondly, to do it in a way that brings the Amer-
ican people together instead of divide them.

Technology has been a big part of this debate.
Technology clearly here is uniting us and mov-
ing us forward. Erika said it: It doesn’t matter
where you come from, doesn’t matter who your

family is. And Luciano said it: You can be an
immigrant family; you can bring a computer
there; you can have access to the information.
People—all people can have high expectations
for themselves, no matter what their income
background, no matter what their roots are, they
can do that. This is bringing us together and
moving us forward.

If you look beyond the schooling years, there
are lots of people who are afraid that technology
is doing the reverse. In our economy, where
we have global information and global markets
and breathtaking changes in productivity, you
read every day—and I have talked about it in
my State of the Union Address—we have almost
8 million new jobs, but half the country hasn’t
gotten a raise and a lot of people are wondering
what will happen to them if their big company
becomes a smaller company because of informa-
tion productivity.

What I want the American people to see
about this is that when we complete the work
of bringing the information superhighway to all
education and to all of our people, it will em-
power everybody, and it will close the circle,
and it will enable us to use these great new
forces of the modern world to bring all of Amer-
ica together and to move all of America forward.

You know, you can’t turn around and go back.
This will carry us forward. And I think it’s a
very, very great thing for our country. And some
day, when Erika is about our age thinking about
her children and her grandchildren, we will look
upon what you are doing as the beginning of
a great renewal of American society that goes
even far beyond education and proves that we
can make this technology our friend and rein-
force the American dream and give everybody
a chance to live up to their own dreams.

And you are real pioneers, and I’m very grate-
ful to you. Thank you, everybody.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:45 a.m. in a
classroom at Christopher Columbus Junior High
School. In his remarks, he referred to Carol Lisa,
principal, Bergen Academy for the Advancement
of Science and Technology, and Bob Fazio, prin-
cipal, Christopher Columbus Junior High School.
A portion of this discussion could not be verified
because the tape was incomplete.
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